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Ferguson protest leader Darren Seals was found dead early Tuesday morning in a car that had been set 
on fire. Seals had been shot, and St Louis County police said they were investigating his death as a 
homicide. 


The 29-year-old’s death sent waves of shock and grief through the community of activists in Missouri 
who protested the police killing of unarmed black teenager Michael Brown in Ferguson in 2014. 


“We have lost a great champion of civil rights in our community,” said Bassem Masri, a friend who had 
live-streamed the Ferguson protests, sometimes with Seals walking behind him to protect him as he 
filmed. 


“He didn’t go out to the national level like many of the organizers. He stayed home and tried to fix 
Ferguson first,” said Keith Rose, another St Louis activist. 


More than 100 people gathered Tuesday night for a candlelight vigil at the site where Seals’ body was 
found, friends said. Activists who attended the vigil said they were furious to find that police had not 
taped off the crime scene, and that there were still bullet casings on the ground they thought police 
should have collected as evidence. 


“We were literally stepping on the ashes from his car and his body,” said Tamara “Bates” Dodd, a St 
Louis hip-hop artist and activist. “That was probably the thing that shook me up the most, seeing little 
kids walking past, not knowing what they’re standing on.” 


Local activists were also troubled by the parallels between Seals’ death and the 2014 murder of 20- 
year-old Deandre Joshua, who was shot and left in a burning car on the same night a grand jury chose 
not to indict police officer Darren Wilson in Brown’s death. In all, according to one activist’s count, 
five other men in the St Louis area have been shot and left in burning cars since 2014. 


“Many people are really worried. We don’t know if there’s some type of movement serial killer on the 
loose,” said Patricia Bynes, a protester and former Democratic committeewoman for Ferguson. 


“There are no connections to the two homicides that we know of at this time,” St Louis county police 
spokesman Shawn McGuire said in an email Wednesday. 


Seals was a proudly local activist and a fierce critic of the national Black Lives Matter movement. He 
had argued that prominent Black Lives Matter leaders had hijacked the Ferguson protests and then 
failed to give enough back to the community that had catalyzed the movement. During a heated 
argument, he once hit Deray McKesson, one of the most nationally recognized movement activists. 





As the principles of Black Lives Matter have gained increased national recognition from politicians, the 
White House and in the 2016 presidential campaign, some community activists still in Ferguson are 
struggling. Some have left town, and some have have trouble getting work because of their political 
activism, Bynes said. Activists are still fighting an uphill battle to reform policing, education and the 
economy, and to prevent violence. But national political and media attention have moved on to other 
police killings and other protests. 


“The job hasn’t got done’ 
Several activists said that some of Seals’ criticisms of the national movement resonated with them. 


“We all kind of felt like we were kind of getting other people rich and getting other people fame for our 
oppression,” Masri said. 


“We were left here to suffer from the systemic abuse from the police. And, like, I don’t care about 
credit, as long as the job gets done. But the thing is, the job hasn’t got done.” 


The national movement’s current demands “are in a language that I don’t speak”, his friend and fellow 
activist Tory Russell said. “This movement jargon, this terminology, are not for working people. The 
movement is not geared towards working-class black people, and D Seals could always call that out.” 


Seals had been mentoring young hip-hop artists and recently switched to a lower-paying shift at his job 
at General Motors in order to give him more time to do community work and take care of his mother 
and brother, Russell said. 


He had also continued to document his own stops by local law enforcement, posting a video on 
Facebook in June describing an encounter he and his 14-year-old brother had with the police in which 
he said a detective had asked him about a Facebook post he had made about Trump. 
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“Me and my little brother just got slammed, guns pointed at our faces, and detained by Ferguson PD for 
being activist against Trump,” he wrote on Facebook. 


Seals, who lived in St Louis, was found by county police in Riverview, one of the dozens of tiny 
municipalities that surround the city. 


The number of murders in St Louis has risen every year since 2013, a trend that started before Brown 
was killed and that a local criminologist concluded did not support the claims of a so-called “Ferguson 
Effect”. 


While Chicago’s murder numbers more often make headlines, St Louis has the highest murder rate of 
any large American city, according to 2014 murder data, the most recent available from the FBI. 


A total of 159 black men were murdered in St Louis last year. 


“A lion who knew when to roar’ 


Seals had been part of the protests over Brown’s death from the very first day, fellow activists said, and 
he was a devoted and charismatic protest leader. 


“He was like a lion who knew when to roar,” Bynes said. “He was not loud. He was not always out 
front. That’s not how Darren moved. A lot of the time he was at the back. He’d check in on me: 
‘Patricia? Are you OK? Anything going on over here?’” 


Seals was at the center of key moments of the Ferguson protest, including embracing Brown’s mother 
on top of a car as she mourned the grand jury decision not to indict Wilson. 


“She literally cried in my arms — it was like I felt her soul crying,” he told MTV News. “It’s a different 
type of crying. I’ve seen people crying, but she was really hurt. And it hurt me. It hurt all of us.” 


Seals was also the activist who quietly but firmly confronted police union official Jeff Roorda for 
wearing a bracelet that said “I am Darren Wilson” at a city meeting. 


Roorda said that confrontation was a “mature conversation” and called Seals’ death a tragedy. 


“He was not hateful,” Roorda said. “He was angry about what he thought was going on in the world 
around him and he was passionate about that,” Roorda said. 


“A lot of the protesters were very mean and hateful and disrespectful, and he was not.” 


Russell, another protest leader, said Seals had not gotten enough credit for his work supporting the 
early stages of the Ferguson protest, setting the tone, making sure people got the protest, and making 
sure they were fed. He recalled one meeting early on with a small group of young men, some of them 
gang members, who were furious at being teargassed for the first time in their lives. 


They wanted to know if they could go on the offensive and attack the police. Seals told them he did not 
want any of their people to get killed. “You have to fight back another way,” Seals told them, and 
helped them prepare for the teargas and rubber bullets by wearing gloves, bandanas and other 
protective gear. 


“He had street credibility that other people in the room didn’t have,” Russell said. 


Darren Seals stands behind Lezley McSpadden, the mother of Michael Brown, in front of the Ferguson 
police station as they learn that Darren Wilson would not be indicted. Photograph: Robert Cohen/AP 


Two weeks after Brown’s death, Seals and his fellow activists held a food drive and event for families 
at Canfield Green, where Brown was killed. That Christmas, they held an event giving gifts to local 
kids in need dubbed Hood Santa. 


Seals lifted the energy of protests he attended, Rose said. Last year, after a protest, a group of activists 
were waiting together in a jail cell, Rose said. He couldn’t see because he had been pepper-sprayed, but 
the door opened and suddenly he heard Seals’ voice. 


“He said something like: ‘I shoulda known I’d run into you people in a place like this,’” Rose said. 


“He’s the only person I know who can walk into a jail cell of people attacked by the police and sitting 
here in pain and make us all bust out laughing.” 


Seals had not been at the protest. But he was often hassled by the police, Rose said, and he had been 
brought in that time on what Rose remembered as an outstanding warrant for a traffic violation. 


Russell said Seals had grown up “in the hood”. His father had been incarcerated. “He was a street guy 
who changed his life around. He wasn’t a killer or nothing like that, but he’d been out there, around 
killers, and he survived that. To have survived that and to be brutally shot and burned to death, I mean, 
and burned ... ” he broke off. 


“Tt’s easy to kill black people because we’re the have-nots,” Seals told MTV News after the grand jury 
did not indict Darren Wilson. “We’re at the bottom of the totem pole. What people don’t understand is, 
we actually live in a nightmare. We actually live in a place where gunshots [are normal]. We hear 
gunshots every day. 


“We plan to rally more and protest more, but the long-term goal: We’re trying to use all the resources 
we gained from this to educate people, because we all know the system will never change.” 


Splintered activism 


Seals was a controversial figure in the police accountability movement. “He had and has a lot of views 
that many people regard to be sexist, misogynist and homophobic,” said Bynes, the protester and 
former committeewoman. “Many people felt like he spewed hate.” 


In a Twitter post last year, Seals wrote: “#BlackLivesMatter is a gay/feminist movement not a black 
movement they are not ‘leaders’ they’re thieves who exploited the work of black ppl.” 


The high-profile Black Lives Matter activists that Seals lambasted mourned his death via Twitter on 
Tuesday in restrained tones. Several of them referenced his death without using his name, a striking 
choice for members of a movement that uses “Say her name” and “Say his name” as rallying cries. 


“We can live in a world where people don’t die by violence. Nobody deserves to die. We did not always 
agree, but he should be alive today,” McKesson tweeted Tuesday. 


We can live in a world where people don't die by violence. Nobody deserves to die. We did 
not always agree, but he should be alive today. 


— deray mckesson (@deray) September 6, 2016 


“T hope his soul is at rest. I truly don’t know what else to say,” Johnetta Elzie tweeted. “Peace to 
Ferguson protesters. This is so hard. We’ve never done this part before together.” 





In a brief phone interview, McKesson did not comment on the incident in which Seals hit him. 
“Tt’s what I tweeted,” McKesson said. “He should be alive today.” 


Other protesters, though also frustrated with some of Seals’ views, spoke more warmly of him. 


“T feel like his heart was in the right place. He was protective of his community. He had views that I do 
not agree with him on. That does not discount his passion and his work,” Bynes said. 


“That’s what I loved about him the most, the fact that he was so unrepentant,” Bates said. “He wasn’t 
going to apologize for telling the truth.” 


Masri said that he hoped to raise money to found the Darren Seals Youth Community Center in his 
friend’s honor, so the community could finally bring one of Seals’ dreams to reality. Seals had wanted 
the center to be staffed by people with street backgrounds and formerly incarcerated people, and to 
offer jobs programs and practical training on everything from how to open a bank account, to how to 
vote, to how to stay out of trouble by buying a gun legally. 


Though Seals had pushed to get support for a youth center, other, more established groups had been 
able to moved forward, and Seals had not, Russell said. 


“Tt seems like the same people — the NAACPs — the same people keep getting the resources,” he said. 
People like Seals, “who live in the community, really trying to change it for real — unfortunately die or 
get killed before change happens, and they never get it see it”. 


